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            Once, a Chinese Literature

            and Calligraphy teacher told me

            a story. She had a reputation

            in the school: nobody ever saw her

            smile, inside or outside

            the classroom, not even once.

            People said she didn’t have

            the muscles in her face to move

            the mouth upwards.

            We were practising calligraphy.

            We always did that in the height

            of summer, in the afternoon,

            in a classroom over thirty students,

            without air-con, with only two fans

            spinning overhead. I had an ink

            stone and an ink stick made

            with soot, animal glue

            and sometimes incense.

            I grounded the ink stick on the ink

            stone with water to make ink.

            It sounded romantic but it wasn’t.

            We could have bought ink

            in plastic bottles. It was pointless

            and messy, ink on my table,

            fingers, white shirt and face.

            One afternoon, out of the blue

            she started telling us a story,

            a story about Wang Xizhi,

            probably the greatest calligrapher

            in China.

            Wang was born in the Jin Dynasty,

            around Fourth Century AD.

            He was a talented boy

            at a very young age and was taught

            by Lady Wei, a very demanding

            teacher. Whenever Wang Xizhi

            made a mistake (it could be

            the stroke slightly too curved,

            tilted, long or short), he was ordered

            to clean his ink brush in the pond

            outside the classroom.

            Wang made many mistakes

            and had to wash his brush

            thousands of times. Day after day,

            month after month, the pond

            darkened and darkened.

            It became an ink pond.

            We were practising calligraphy

            and she asked us to imagine

            what Wang Xizhi would have seen

            in his ink pond. Would he have seen

            the towering storm clouds

            we now call cumulonimbus?

            Would he have seen the trees

            fidgeting in the wind?

            Would he have seen the inky

            goldfishes in the pond?

            Would he have seen himself

            in the ink-surface that had turned into

            a mirror? 8
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            for hugh

         

         ‘if a thing happens once

it happens once for ever’

         
             

         

         derek mahon
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            Cumulonimbus

         

         
            
               Halfway through my life

               the reeds by Meguro River

               where the ducks made love

               stop whistling. I fear I’ve over-

               inked, or the linseed oil

               soured the sky. The wind

               tastes of oysters grilled

               over autumn soil.

               A fish draws a ripple,

               or did a raindrop win?

               My papers will topple

               the house before the tin

               roof falls. I’d better make haste

               and find a new address.

               A long-legged fly by the watercress

               skates upstream, brazen-faced.

               What I need now, to change

               the half-course of my life,

               is to be struck by lightning

               and survive it, like Hokusai. 16
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               Suddenly

               
                  Never use ‘suddenly’, the most overused, least-needed word in fiction.

                  – Elmore Leonard

               

            

            
               
                  Suddenly, the cloud-knots unravelled and a droplet fell

                  from a womb. Three days of hard labour had broken

                  her. She said she was too tired to name the boy.

               

               
                  Suddenly, the blackened milk teeth gave up after a year

                  of antibiotics. The doctors were baffled. His locked mouth was fed

                  swifts’ solidified saliva to clear his feverish chest.

               

               
                  Home left him suddenly.

               

               
                  At a zebra crossing, his father suddenly took his hand.

                  No cars, no danger ahead, but being held was a strange thing.

                  Moving in with his family, stranger.

               

               
                  Suddenly, first week at school he stopped speaking.

                  Teacher called his mother in. When asked to explain

                  the silence, he said he had nothing to say. 20

               

               
                  Suddenly at 14, on a bridge, he vowed never to

                  reproduce.

               

               
                  Desire suddenly overtook fear. After watching

                  Kieslowski’s Dekalog in one sitting he spelt out his heart

                  and asked what togetherness meant. Joe walked off in the rain.

               

               
                  Years later, suddenly, he discovered from the Book of Not:

                  not watching Dekalog, not asking the right question,

                  not spelling things out, no Joe and no rain.

               

               
                  Suddenly, a handful of milk-seeds, and suddenly, men…

               

               
                  Suddenly 2001. Two professors persuaded him

                  to study a malleable thing called literature.

                  Hong Kong had returned to China but he flew to Britain.

               

               
                  Suddenly, people spoke Yorkshire. Luv on the bus.

                  Luv in the shops. Yorkshire stared at him and he stared

                  back, two neurons in a busy translation loop.

               

               
                  Suddenly, one autumn, he found love and blockades.21

               

               
                  A logjam and suddenly diversions. Everywhere the road

                  signs read Divorce, Teenagers, Anorexia. He claimed driving

                  was in his DNA because his father was a taxi driver.

               

               
                  Suddenly, his tongue tripped on the English alphabet

                  as he rebuilt the Telford Gardens Library he’d been brought up in

                  but now demolished. People called that poetry.

               

               
                  Suddenly, a voice, a temporary abode.

               

               
                  Suddenly he failed, and blamed the words

                  and the swifts’ saliva. How many edible bird nests were robbed

                  in exchange for a lottery of half-tuned stolen keys?

               

               
                  And what could he say to the superior blast

                  that suddenly erased his vocal cords, retinas, eardrums, taste buds,

                  and all the tensions on his fingertips, tendons, heart?

               

               
                  Suddenly, rain churns up the clouds. And, stops.
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